28                  HYMNS OF THE ALVARS
God's grace is unfathomable, all the wisdom of all the
sages has touched but the fringe of the knowledge of him,
their best light is only a flickering torch.1 But such grace
demands an unlimited answering devotion, and salvation
comes when God's boundless grace is met by man's faith
and love. The question that inevitably arises at this point
is one of the great questions of the religious life; what is
the relation between that grace of God, and the answering
faith of man ? It is on this that the great division occurred
among the followers of Ramanuja. The Vadagalais, or
Northern school, whose great thinker and leader was
Vedanta Desika, laid stress on man's share; the Tengalais,
who are more directly in the line of succession to the Al.va.rs,
emphasised God's grace, and God's responsibility, and
maintained that all that man has to do is to remain passive.
The two sects still divide the field of South Indian
Vaishnavism, with many differences of ceremonial obser-
vance and emphasis; but the essential difference is as to
whether man's hold of God and God's hold of man are like
that of the monkey to its young, where the young one has
to exert itself to maintain its grip, or like that of the cat
and the kitten, where the kitten is merely passive in its
mother's mouth. The Tengalai view lends itself to
extravagant exaggerations, as does extreme Calvinism, with
a very similar creed; but in the Alvar hymns there is little
or no evidence of blaming God for man's failures, to the
shutting out of all responsibility from man.
God's character then, as here portrayed, is gracious, and
his grace is to be answered by man's loving faith. But
* grace' is hardly a sufficient description of character; it is
a description of God in his dealings with men. But what is
God in himself ? In particular, if salvation is eternal fellow-
ship with him, we need to know what manner of being it is
with whom we are to maintain fellowship; for this deter-
mines the ideal of our own character and life. Now from
these hymns it is very difficult to form a consistent view of
God's character. What is his attitude to the great problems of
conduct which every man has to face ? It would almost seem
1 Tirumruttam, 44, p. 73.